




It’s about how hard you can get hit and keep 
moving forward. How much you can take and 
keep moving forward. That’s how winning is 
done.
– Rocky Balboa, 2006
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T
he performance of Virginia 
metropolitan area economies is a 
tale often told with an eye toward 
the good times of the past and a wary eye 
to the future. The twin shocks of the Great 
Recession and federal budget sequestration fell 
unevenly across Virginia, and only now is there 
evidence of consistent growth across most of 
the Commonwealth’s metro areas.1 Finally, it 
seems, Virginia’s metros are picking themselves 
off the proverbial economic mat and moving 
forward.
2017 was the first year since 2006 that each 
of Virginia’s metropolitan areas exhibited 
positive economic growth from the preceding 
year. The Winchester metro area, while a 
relatively small part of the Commonwealth’s 
overall economic activity, has grown for nine 
consecutive years, followed by Richmond’s 
eight consecutive years of growth. Staunton, 
after contracting significantly following the 
Great Recession, has grown for the last five 
consecutive years. The Charlottesville and 
Washington, D.C.–Arlington–Alexandria 
(Washington, D.C.) metro areas have also 
grown the last four consecutive years. On the 
other hand, the Blacksburg, Harrisonburg, 
Lynchburg, Roanoke and Virginia Beach–
Norfolk–Newport News (Hampton Roads) 
regional economies have contracted each 
once in the last three years.
1   For the purposes of this chapter, a metropolitan area conforms 
to the Office of Management and Budget’s 2018 delineations of 
metropolitan statistical areas. We do not include the Kingsport-
Bristol-Bristol, TN-VA, MSA in our analysis due to a lack of data. 
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Table 1 presents real (inflation-adjusted) rates of growth for gross 
domestic product (GDP), a measure of economic activity. The U.S. 
Department of Commerce’s Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) produces 
the national, state and metropolitan area estimates of GDP, which provide 
benchmarks for economic activity over time. These estimates, especially 
those for 2017, should be viewed with a dash of caution.
Why? The BEA released the “advance” estimates for metropolitan area 
GDP for 2017 in September 2018. The next revision to these estimates 
will be in September 2019, when the BEA releases the advance estimates 
for 2018. With such a lag, we advise the reader to examine the long-term 
trend and focus less on the estimate for a specific year, which could well 
change in the next revision.
If we examine the data from 2010 to 2017, a story of anemic growth 
emerges. While the United States grew, on average, by 2.1 percent over 
this period, Virginia’s average growth was only 0.8 percent.2 This is not 
surprising, given that no metropolitan area in Virginia exceeded 2 percent 
average growth, although Charlottesville, Richmond and Winchester 
came close at 1.9 percent. Several metro areas, including Harrisonburg, 
Lynchburg, Roanoke and Hampton Roads, did not appreciably grow at all 
from 2010 to 2017. Staunton’s economy contracted on average, but this was 
primarily due to the significant declines in economic activity in 2011 and 
2012. 
The uneven economic performance of Virginia’s metropolitan areas can 
not be readily attributed to one specific factor. Growth lagged in Hampton 
Roads due to federal budget sequestration and anemic private-sector 
job creation. Other metro areas have struggled to cope with long-term 
structural changes in the composition of the Commonwealth economy, 
including the decline in coal and other natural resources. The good news 
is that the proverbial light at the end of the tunnel no longer seems to 
be a freight train. 
2  We estimate the Compound Average Growth Rate (CAGR), which is the average annual growth rate between two periods.
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TABLE 1
REAL (INFLATION-ADJUSTED) GROSS DOMESTIC PRODUCT: YEAR-ON-YEAR RATES OF GROWTH, 2010-2017












2010 1.2% 3.3% 3.6% 2.5% 1.7% -1.5% 3.0% 2.9% -1.6% 3.8% 2.4% 2.6%
2011 1.4% 1.0% -0.9% -1.8% 0.8% -1.0% -6.8% 1.9% 0.3% 1.5% 0.7% 1.6%
2012 7.6% 2.7% -0.9% -0.9% 2.8% 0.4% -7.6% 1.3% -0.8% 0.5% 0.6% 2.2%
2013 -1.0% -0.5% -0.4% 0.0% 1.3% -0.1% 1.7% 1.4% -0.6% -0.8% 0.0% 1.8%
2014 2.3% 3.7% -0.1% -0.2% 1.0% -0.3% 0.8% 0.9% -0.3% 0.5% 0.2% 2.5%
2015 1.3% 3.7% 2.9% -0.5% 3.7% 2.4% 2.0% 3.7% 2.6% 2.0% 1.8% 2.9%
2016 -0.7% 0.5% -0.1% 0.8% 1.1% -1.6% 0.0% 1.6% -1.3% 1.8% 0.5% 1.6%
2017 0.6% 2.3% 0.7% 2.4% 2.6% 0.0% 1.5% 2.7% 1.0% 2.1% 2.0% 2.2%
CAGR 1.6% 1.9% 0.1% 0.0% 1.9% 0.0% -1.3% 1.9% 0.1% 1.1% 0.8% 2.1%
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2018. Base year for real GDP is 2009 for metropolitan areas and Virginia. Base year for real GDP for the United States is 2012. CAGR is the Compound Annual Growth Rate.
3   The Current Population Survey (CPS) covers households and asks whether an individual was employed or actively seeking employment. The Current Establishment Survey (CES) covers businesses and reports the number of jobs. 




Are more people working in Virginia’s metropolitan areas? There are 
two broad measures we can examine to answer this question: individual 
employment and nonfarm payrolls (jobs). Employment data capture 
responses by individuals to the question of whether they are employed, 
looking for work or have abandoned attempts at finding employment. 
Nonfarm payroll data measure the number of jobs there are in an 
economy. A person who has two jobs would appear once in the employment 
data but twice in the jobs data.3 Let’s look first at the individual 
employment data.
The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) asks people about their employment 
status. If an individual is employed or looking for work, then the BLS 
reports that he or she is in the labor force. Graph 1 illustrates labor force 
growth in 2016, 2017 and 2018, and compares January 2017 through 
October 2017 to January 2018 through October 2018. The average growth 
in the labor force across Virginia’s metro areas was 0.5 percent for 2016, 
1.3 percent for 2017 and 1.1 percent through October 2018. 
The labor force increased in 2018 in all the metropolitan areas, except for 
Blacksburg. Charlottesville’s average labor force from January to October 
2018 was 3.0 percent larger than for the same period in 2017. Winchester 
also grew robustly, experiencing a 2.5 percent increase in the labor force 
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year-to-date. Blacksburg, on the other hand, saw its average labor force 
contract by 0.4 percent year-to-date when compared to the same period in 
2017. It is not entirely clear why that occurred since this metro’s largest 
employer, Virginia Tech, was expanding. The three largest metropolitan 
areas (Hampton, Roads, Richmond and Washington, D.C.) have all 
observed slower rates of labor force growth in 2018. A possible explanation 
is that real wages have not yet risen sufficiently to improve labor force 
participation. Simply put, individuals who have remained outside the labor 
force may require higher wages to pull them back into actively searching 
for employment. 
Graph 2 reports individual employment by metropolitan area and 
reinforces the narrative that economic conditions are improving at the 
metro level in Virginia. Individual employment continues to grow in each 
of the Commonwealth’s metro areas, with seven metros growing faster 
from January 2018 to October 2018 than over the same period in 2017. 
This suggests that qualified employees are increasingly scarce and that 
employers will have to increase real wages to attract new employees.
Hampton Roads has slowed from 2 percent growth in 2017 to 1.2 percent 
growth year-to-date in 2018. Reported employment growth has also 
slowed year-to-date in Richmond. However, even with the slowdowns in 
year-to-date employment growth, Virginia’s metros employed more people 
in 2017 than in 2016. The same conclusion applies when we compare 2018 
year-to-date employment with 2017 year-to-date employment.
The unemployment rate rises and falls depending on the size of the labor 
force and the number of employed and unemployed in the labor force. 
Except for Blacksburg, where the labor force contracted, metropolitan 
area labor forces have grown in 2018 when compared to the same period in 
2017. Individual employment has grown for all metro areas and (excepting 
Blacksburg) at a faster rate than the labor force. In other words, a higher 
percentage of the labor force is employed, and thus unemployment rates 
have fallen as a result. Graph 3, which compares the unemployment 
rates in October 2017 and 2018, provides a bit of good news. While there 
is debate about what is the level of full employment, it should be clear 
from Graph 3 that most (if not all) of the Commonwealth’s metropolitan 
areas are near full employment. Growing the labor force is necessary for 
continued economic growth, else employment growth will slow because 
almost all qualified individuals are already employed. 
More people are working in Virginia’s metropolitan areas than at 
any other time in history. The upticks in labor force and individual 
employment are signals that a broader recovery may be underway 
among the metros, especially if we compare 2018 to previous years. 
Care must be taken, however, in that the Commonwealth’s performance 
is not evenly distributed across its metro areas. What may appear to 
be a story of robust gains in the labor force and individual employment 
at the state level may not apply to every metro area. 
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GRAPH 1
LABOR FORCE GROWTH: 
VIRGINIA’S METROPOLITAN STATISTICAL AREAS, 2016, 2017 AND 2018 YEAR-TO-DATE
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Dragas Center for Economic Analysis and Policy, Old Dominion University. Non-seasonally adjusted data. Growth rates in 2016 and 2017 are calculated using the annual averages for 2015, 
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GRAPH 2
GROWTH IN INDIVIDUAL EMPLOYMENT: 
VIRGINIA’S METROPOLITAN STATISTICAL AREAS, 2016, 2017 AND 2018 YEAR-TO-DATE
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Dragas Center for Economic Analysis and Policy, Old Dominion University. Non-seasonally adjusted data. Growth rates in 2016 and 2017 are calculated using the annual averages for 2015, 

























































































VIRGINIA’S METROPOLITAN STATISTICAL AREAS, OCTOBER 2017 AND OCTOBER 2018
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Are There More Jobs In 
Virginia’s Metropolitan 
Areas?
Job creation in 2016 was lackluster for the most part. While 2017 provided 
some measure of good news, robust job growth was limited to a handful 
of metro areas. To date, each metro has created jobs in 2018, but, as with 
individual employment, job growth remains uneven.
The most accurate estimates of job growth come from the BLS Quarterly 
Census of Employment and Wages (QCEW). The QCEW captures about 
98 percent of all wage and salary jobs in the United States, where jobs are 
defined as full- or part-time positions that are covered by state and federal 
unemployment insurance law. A drawback of the QCEW is that the data 
arrive with a significant lag, usually five to six months after the end of the 
quarter. 
Table 2 presents job growth for the metropolitan areas in Virginia for 2016 
and 2017. Also shown is the job growth rate for the first quarter of 2018 
compared to the same period in 2017. Job growth numbers in 2016 and 
2017 provide a mixed bag in that no clear story emerges from the data. 
Job growth accelerated in Charlottesville, Lynchburg and Hampton Roads 
but decelerated in Harrisonburg, Richmond, Winchester and Northern 
Virginia. Two metro areas, Roanoke and Staunton, lost jobs in 2017. 
The first quarter of 2018 presents a stronger picture of job growth. 
The number of jobs increased in each of Virginia’s metropolitan areas. 
Blacksburg’s job growth surged in the first quarter of 2018 after a 
relatively anemic performance in 2016 and 2017. This creates the 
somewhat puzzling observation that while the labor force contracted in 
Blacksburg, a higher percentage of individuals remaining in the labor force 
were gainfully employed. Job growth also accelerated in Hampton Roads 
and Winchester in the first quarter of 2018 and maintained the same pace 
in Harrisonburg. Job growth, however, slowed in the other metro areas, 
again illustrating the uneven nature of the continuing expansion in the 
Commonwealth.
TABLE 2




Blacksburg 0.1% 0.1% 1.6%
Charlottesville 1.4% 2.2% 1.8%
Harrisonburg 3.6% 1.2% 1.2%
Lynchburg 0.0% 0.7% 0.3%
Richmond 1.7% 1.3% 0.7%
Roanoke 0.8% -0.5% 0.3%
Staunton 1.5% -0.5% 0.8%
Hampton Roads 0.6% 1.1% 1.5%
Washington, D.C. 1.6% 1.2% 0.9%
Winchester 2.1% 2.0% 2.1%
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, 2018. Metropolitan 
statistical areas.
While the QCEW presents the most accurate jobs data, it is, as previously 
noted, subject to considerable lag. We can examine the BLS’s Current 
Establishment Survey (CES), which uses a sample of employers to 
estimate job gains and losses in the United States. While the CES is more 
current than the QCEW, it may be less accurate and subject to significant 
revisions, as it relies on a sample of employers in contrast to the QCEW, 
which captures almost all employers in the country.
We present year-to-date job growth through October of 2017 and 2018 
in Graph 4. The CES data show job growth in each of Virginia’s metro 
areas. The data suggest that job growth has surged in Charlottesville and 
was stronger in 2018 than 2017 in the Blacksburg, Lynchburg, Roanoke, 
Staunton and Winchester metros. While job growth decelerated in 
Harrisonburg, Richmond and Hampton Roads, it remains positive. The 
slight decline in job growth in Washington, D.C., from 1.6 to 1.5 percent 
is not sufficiently significant to label it a slowdown. The good news is 




YEAR-TO-DATE AUGUST JOB GROWTH IN VIRGINIA’S METROPOLITAN STATISTICAL AREAS
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Dragas Center for Economic Analysis and Policy, Old Dominion University. Non-seasonally adjusted data. Year-to-date growth rates are calculated by comparing average labor force from 
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The Hampton Roads, Northern Virginia and Richmond regions 
account for over 80 percent of metropolitan jobs and over 70 
percent of all jobs in the Commonwealth. Strong job growth in 
these metro areas typically translates into strong job growth for the 
Commonwealth as a whole. Hampton Roads has finally recovered all 
the jobs it lost due to the Great Recession and defense sequestration, 
but private-sector job creation remains anemic. The slowdown in job 
growth in Hampton Roads and Richmond could be interpreted as a 
warning sign of slowing growth in the Commonwealth. However, while 
job growth has slowed in these metros in 2018, it remains positive. 
Slow and steady progress, in this case, may win the day.
There are possible explanations for slowing job growth in the larger 
metropolitan areas. First, economic activity may be slowing. The growth 
in individual employment data, however, suggests otherwise. Second, job 
growth may be slowing because employers are unable to find qualified 
employees to fill vacant positions. Reports from employers suggest this 
may be the case. National-level data indicate that voluntary job quits were 
at a postrecession high in the fall of 2018. The number of open positions 
in the U.S. was not only at a postrecession high in 2018, but it was also 
greater than the number of unemployed. In other words, there were more 
open positions than people looking for work. With unemployment around 
3 percent at the state level and below 3 percent in some metro areas, we 
suspect that what is playing out at the national level has echoes at the 
metro level in the Commonwealth.
Another possible explanation is that the jobs data do not yet accurately 
reflect metropolitan area economic conditions. Individual payroll 
withholding is approximately 64 percent of state general fund revenues 
and may be a superior indicator of the health of the labor market in the 
Commonwealth. The Virginia Department of Taxation reported that 
payroll withholding from July 1, 2017, to March 31, 2018, rose 3.6 percent 
over the same period the previous year.4 
Three possibilities emerge from this discussion: existing employees are 
earning more, employment is growing, or a combination of the two. As 
we will discuss later in the chapter, the gains in taxable sales mirror the 
reported gains in payroll withholding and individual employment. It would 
4  https://www.finance.virginia.gov/media/governorvirginiagov/secretary-of-finance/pdf/master-revenue-reports/September-2018-Revenue-Letter-10-11-18_.pdf.
thus appear that the jobs data might be revised upward in the coming 
months and that the regional economies are performing better than the 
jobs data might suggest.
Metro Area Wages
Politicians of every stripe campaign on the promise of higher wages. While 
the U.S. economy is amid the second-longest economic expansion since 
the end of World War II, wage growth has been relatively tepid. Virginia’s 
metros seem to be following this pattern.
We again turn to the QCEW to obtain the most accurate estimates of 
wage growth. Table 3 presents growth in total nominal wages from 2015 
through the first quarter of 2018. 2015 saw rapid nominal wage growth 
across the Commonwealth’s metropolitan areas, except for Lynchburg. 
The years 2016 and 2017, however, paint a more muddled picture. Nominal 
wage growth slowed appreciably in 2016. While Winchester posted a 4 
percent gain in total wages in 2016, total wage growth was below 2 percent 
in Blacksburg, Lynchburg and Hampton Roads.
In 2017, however, there were upticks in total wage growth. Total wages 
grew by 6 percent in Charlottesville and over 5 percent in Winchester. 
Every other metropolitan area, except Roanoke, saw total wage growth 
near or exceeding 3 percent in 2017. Roanoke, on the other hand, saw total 
wages grow by only 0.9 percent last year. Total wages grew in 2017 but, 
as with previous years, the growth was not evenly distributed across the 
metro areas.
The picture that emerges for 2018, however, suggests that total wages 
are climbing across all the metropolitan areas. Blacksburg experienced 
a 9.1 percent increase in total wages in the first quarter of 2018, while 
Charlottesville, Harrisonburg, Staunton, Winchester and Northern 
Virginia all saw wages increase by about 4 percent or more in the first 
quarter of 2018. Even though total wages grew the slowest in Lynchburg 
and Roanoke, total wage growth was still greater than 2 percent in these 
metro areas.  
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The good news is that the gains in employment and jobs appear to be 
reflected in the wage data. We should expect, given the tightness of 
labor markets in many metropolitan areas, for wage gains to increase 
in the latter half of 2018.
TABLE 3
GROWTH IN TOTAL WAGES IN VIRGINIA’S METROPOLITAN AREAS, 
2015, 2016, 2017 AND 2018 Q1
2015 2016 2017 2018 Q1
Blacksburg 3.6% 1.2% 2.9% 9.1%
Charlottesville 8.4% 2.0% 6.0% 4.2%
Harrisonburg 4.7% 3.3% 3.1% 5.9%
Lynchburg 1.2% 1.9% 3.8% 2.3%
Richmond 5.5% 2.5% 4.7% 3.0%
Roanoke 4.0% 2.4% 0.9% 2.7%
Staunton 3.9% 3.5% 3.1% 4.0%
Hampton 
Roads
5.0% 1.2% 3.8% 3.4%
Washington, 
D.C.
4.6% 2.9% 4.2% 4.2%
Winchester 4.6% 4.0% 5.1% 3.9%
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, 2018. Data reflect year-
over-year percentage change, except for 2018 Q1, which represents the percentage change from 2017 Q1. 
Virginia metropolitan statistical areas. 
Is wage growth due to increased work effort or an actual rise in wages? 
For Virginia, average weekly work hours decreased slightly from 34.9 
hours in October 2017 to 34.4 hours in October 2018. Average hourly 
earnings also increased from $27.73 in October 2017 to $28.62 in October 
2018. For the Commonwealth, the increases in average weekly work effort 
and average hourly earnings resulted in an increase in average weekly 
earnings from about $968 in October 2017 to $985 in October 2018. In 
other words, people are earning more not only because they are working 
more, but also because average earnings have risen over the past year.
Graph 5 presents average weekly hours by metropolitan area. Increases 
in average weekly work effort will, if average earnings remain constant, 
lead to increases in average weekly earnings. The Charlottesville metro 
area observed the largest decline in average weekly work hours from 
October 2017 to October 2018. The Harrisonburg and Washington, D.C., 
metro areas also saw a decline in average work hours. If an individual, for 
example, moves to a higher-paying job, he or she may work less to earn the 
same (or more) pay. If we, on the other hand, see broad declines in hours 
worked across the metro areas, this could be a signal that employers are 
cutting back hours. So far, there is no evidence that this is occurring in 
the Commonwealth.
Graph 6 presents average hourly earnings for October 2017 and 
October 2018. Roanoke and Staunton saw the largest gains in average 
hourly earnings, followed by Charlottesville and the Washington, D.C., 
metro area. Average hourly earnings did decline in four of Virginia’s 
metropolitan areas, suggesting that tighter labor markets have yet to 
affect average hourly earnings in these metro areas.
Graph 7 illustrates the percentage change in average weekly earnings 
between October 2017 and 2018. The picture is somewhat muddled. In 
Blacksburg, hours and earnings declined, so average weekly earnings 
declined as a result. In Roanoke, while hours declined slightly, earnings 
rose substantially, so average weekly earnings rose from October 2017 
to October 2018. We surmise that economic conditions are not equal 
across the Commonwealth. Low unemployment rates have yet to result in 
significant increases in weekly wages, possibly leading some Virginians to 
conclude that the recovery has left them behind.
Does a clearer picture emerge from the labor market data? Some 
metropolitan areas are indeed growing. For these metros, individual 
employment is rising, job creation is surging and average weekly 
earnings are outpacing inflation. Richmond, Roanoke and Staunton 
are an example of these positive labor market dynamics. For other 
metros, the picture is less clear. In some cases, average hours worked 
have declined, suggesting employers may be cutting back hours in these 
metros in response to unfavorable economic conditions. It remains to 
be seen whether the jobs data are lagging other indicators or whether 
some metros are indeed slowing down.
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GRAPH 5
AVERAGE WEEKLY WORK HOURS IN VIRGINIA’S METROPOLITAN AREAS, OCTOBER 2017 AND OCTOBER 2018


























































































AVERAGE HOURLY EARNINGS FOR VIRGINIA’S METROPOLITAN AREAS, OCTOBER 2017 AND OCTOBER 2018
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GRAPH 7
PERCENT GROWTH IN AVERAGE WEEKLY EARNINGS FOR VIRGINIA’S METROPOLITAN AREAS, 
OCTOBER 2017 TO OCTOBER 2018































































































































Virginia’s relationship with the federal government has historically been 
mixed. More recently, however, this relationship has drawn scrutiny and 
questions as to whether it is still beneficial for the Commonwealth to be so 
tightly yoked to the fortunes of the federal government. 
Virginia has typically entered recessions later than the United States, 
experienced less of an economic impact from economic downturns, 
emerged earlier from previous recessions than the nation and grown 
more robustly over the succeeding business cycle. Yet, the recovery from 
the Great Recession has been relatively slow when compared to the U.S. 
Sequestration, which followed the recession, had a disproportionate impact 
on the Commonwealth due to its ties to the federal government.
A primary source of fuel for the Commonwealth’s economic engine has 
been the large federal presence in Virginia and, more specifically, in 
Hampton Roads and Northern Virginia. At the end of the first quarter of 
2018, the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area had approximately 361,000 
federal civilian employees, down about 5,300 (1.4 percent) from the end of 
the first quarter of 2017.5 Hampton Roads, on the other hand, had 57,000 
federal civilian employees at the end of the first quarter of 2018, a slight 
increase of 0.5 percent from the end of the first quarter of 2017. The 
Richmond region had almost 17,000 federal civilian employees, a slight 
decrease from the first quarter of 2017. It should be noted that active-duty 
military personnel are not included in the federal civilian employment 
statistics. 
Table 4 presents employment data for the federal government for each 
of the metropolitan areas in the Commonwealth from 2015 through the 
first quarter of 2018. Outside of the Washington, D.C., Hampton Roads 
and Richmond metro areas, the number of federal civilian employees is 
relatively small. A potential concern is the decline in federal employees in 
the Washington, D.C., metro area from 2017 Q1 to 2018 Q1. If this trend 
continues, it could potentially slow economic growth in this region. 
5   Following Bureau of Labor Statistics convention, we compare employment in the third month of the quarter with the third month of the same quarter in the previous year. We obtain the data from the Quarterly Census of 
Employment and Wages for all industries and all establishment sizes.
TABLE 4
FEDERAL CIVILIAN EMPLOYMENT, 2015-2018 Q1
2015 2016 2017 2018 Q1
Blacksburg 452 451 446 425
Charlottesville 1,397 1,406 1,423 1,443
Harrisonburg 346 350 345 355
Lynchburg 560 552 559 551
Richmond 16,729 17,095 17,054 16,907
Roanoke 3,841 3,798 3,822 3,798
Staunton 256 272 272 298
Hampton Roads 56,034 57,019 57,007 57,000
Washington, 
D.C.
363,953 367,229 366,893 361,425
Winchester 1,973 2,020 2,160 2,350
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, 2018. Virginia metropolitan 
statistical areas.
Table 5 presents federal civilian employment as a percentage of total 
nonfarm employment. The Washington, D.C., metropolitan area, not 
surprisingly, has the highest percentage of federal civilian employees in 
total nonfarm payrolls, followed by Hampton Roads and the Winchester 
metro area. While the absolute number of federal civilian employees 
is small in Winchester when compared to Hampton Roads, Northern 
Virginia, Richmond or Roanoke as a percentage of all jobs, federal civilian 
employees constitute a greater percentage of payrolls in Winchester than 
Richmond or Roanoke.
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TABLE 5
FEDERAL CIVILIAN EMPLOYMENT AS A PERCENT OF TOTAL 
NONFARM EMPLOYMENT, 2015-2018 Q1
2015 2016 2017 2018 Q1
Blacksburg 0.7% 0.7% 0.6% 0.6%
Charlottesville 1.3% 1.3% 1.3% 1.3%
Harrisonburg 0.6% 0.6% 0.5% 0.5%
Lynchburg 0.6% 0.6% 0.6% 0.6%
Richmond 2.7% 2.7% 2.7% 2.7%
Roanoke 2.6% 2.5% 2.5% 2.5%
Staunton 0.5% 0.6% 0.6% 0.6%
Hampton 
Roads
7.7% 7.8% 7.7% 7.7%
Washington, 
D.C.
12.0% 11.9% 11.8% 11.7%
Winchester 3.4% 3.4% 3.6% 3.9%
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, 2018. Virginia metropolitan 
statistical areas.
Table 6 presents the average nominal wages of federal civilian employees 
between 2015 and 2017 and provides the average wages for all employees 
in 2017 as a basis of comparison. Federal civilian employees earn more, 
on average, in every metropolitan area in Virginia. In Winchester, for 
example, federal employees, on average, earn nearly twice the annual 
average wage. In fact, except for Lynchburg and Staunton, federal 
employees’ average pay was 50 percent higher than the average pay of 
all employees in 2017. The announced federal pay freeze for 2019 will 
undoubtedly erode the value of federal wages in real terms but these wages 
will still, on average, be higher than for the average job in the metro areas. 
Of course, if the federal civilian pay freeze is sustained over a prolonged 
period, the relative pay advantage of federal civilian jobs would shrink 
relative to other jobs in the private sector.
6  Bureau of Economic Analysis, Personal Consumption Expenditures by State, Oct. 4, 2018.
TABLE 6





Blacksburg $65,524 $64,685 $65,719 $41,253
Charlottesville $84,089 $84,871 $86,925 $51,354
Harrisonburg $61,867 $60,236 $61,367 $39,453
Lynchburg $58,262 $55,754 $56,132 $41,565
Richmond $74,252 $75,045 $77,858 $52,194
Roanoke $71,494 $72,475 $73,055 $43,040
Staunton $54,722 $54,931 $56,858 $40,429
Hampton 
Roads
$73,302 $74,280 $76,821 $46,425
Washington, 
D.C.
$105,652 $108,135 $111,066 $74,613
Winchester $84,907 $87,851 $90,013 $44,798
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, 2018. Virginia metropolitan 
statistical areas.
Taxable Sales
Another viable measure of economic activity is taxable sales. More than 
two-thirds of total spending in the U.S. economy comes in the form of 
consumption. Taxable sales capture most of this activity, though it is 
important to note that not all conventional sales are taxable and numerous 
economic exchanges go unrecorded.
Consumption levels in Virginia have increased each year since 2009. 
Residents of the Commonwealth consumed approximately $369 billion of 
goods and services in 2017, or about $43,500 per person.6 This is about 
$2,600 higher than the average American, not surprising since household 
income is higher in Virginia than the United States.
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Unfortunately, we do not have recent data on consumption spending within 
Virginia’s metropolitan areas. We do have data on taxable sales within the 
metros. While not perfect, as taxable sales will understate some forms of 
consumption spending, it is a useful indicator of economic conditions at 
the metropolitan level.
Taxable sales growth predictably rises during business cycle expansions 
and falls during contractions. However, taxable sales growth usually leads 
the business cycle, and this makes it a valuable leading indicator of future 
economic conditions. This is a valuable attribute and an important reason 
why we present the data on taxable sales growth for the Commonwealth’s 
metro areas.
At the time of publication, data were only available for the metropolitan 
areas through July 2018. Taxable sales data are highly seasonal and so it 
is important when comparing across time to ensure that the time periods 
are consistent. Table 7 presents average taxable sales growth rates for 
January through July. We include 2006 to compare prerecession growth 
with growth in 2015 through 2018.
Two things stand out. First, taxable sales growth between 2017 and 
2018 was positive. The data lend support to the argument that Virginia’s 
metropolitan areas are growing, though at different rates. Second, some 
metros are eclipsing prerecession growth levels in 2018.  
Blacksburg’s taxable sales have jumped in 2018. Lynchburg and Roanoke 
taxable sales are also growing at a faster rate in 2018 compared to 2017, 
and taxable sales in Hampton Roads have increased at an average rate 
of 4.2 percent in 2018, following a similar performance in 2017. The data 
suggest that economic growth is indeed picking up in Hampton Roads and 
that the advance GDP estimates for 2017 are likely to be revised upwards. 
TABLE 7
AVERAGE GROWTH IN TAXABLE SALES (CAGR), JANUARY TO JULY OF EACH YEAR
2006 2015 2016 2017 2018
Blacksburg 2.6% 3.3% 2.3% 2.5% 4.4%
Charlottesville 5.4% 1.9% 2.6% 1.6% 1.7%
Harrisonburg 2.0% 2.8% 1.8% 1.3% 1.5%
Lynchburg 3.7% 3.0% 1.8% 1.7% 3.2%
Richmond 1.3% 2.2% 2.3% 2.0% 1.5%
Roanoke 2.9% 3.2% 2.2% 2.4% 3.9%
Staunton 2.4% 2.8% 2.3% 2.4% 2.6%
Hampton Roads 4.0% 3.8% 4.1% 4.2% 4.2%
Winchester 1.9% 3.0% 2.7% 2.1% 2.6%
Northern Virginia 1.8% 2.6% 3.3% 2.4% 2.4%
Virginia 2.4% 2.8% 3.2% 2.5% 2.8% 
Source: Center for Economic and Policy Studies, Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service, University of Virginia. CAGR, the Compound Average Growth Rate, is calculated for each year.
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Final Thoughts
The uneven growth among Virginia’s regional economies over the last 
decade is emblematic of the struggle to create economic opportunities 
across the state. The economic data suggest the Harrisonburg 
metropolitan area may be slowing down. Two of the larger metros, 
Richmond and Northern Virginia, are growing but at a slower pace than 
earlier in the decade. This is a change of pace, and given the amount of 
overall economic activity in these two metro areas, may pose a challenge 
for the Commonwealth. 
Federal employees, who play a large role in the Northern Virginia 
economy, face headwinds with a pay freeze in 2019 and continued attempts 
to reduce overall federal employment. Southwest Virginia continues to 
struggle with a decline in the reliance on coal and other natural resources. 
Underlying all of this is the continuing opioid crisis, which continues to 
challenge policymakers, citizens and employers alike.
Not all the news is bad. Increases in defense spending will drive economic 
growth in Hampton Roads and may alleviate some of the downward 
pressure in Northern Virginia. Charlottesville continues to grow, in large 
part due to the presence of the University of Virginia. Richmond, while 
growing at a slower pace this year, continues to benefit from the #RVA 
campaign. Virginia’s winning bid for part of Amazon’s HQ2 will spur 
economic growth in Northern Virginia. It may also increase the scarcity 
of housing and spur increased demands for transportation infrastructure. 
These demands present, however, opportunities for increased growth over 
time. Much of the United States internet traffic runs through Virginia 
and the construction of Amazon’s HQ2 will undoubtedly burnish the 
Commonwealth’s reputation as an innovation-friendly state. 
Employment and jobs are up in most of the metropolitan areas, although 
growth is uneven so far in 2018. Unemployment rates are below 3 percent 
in some metro areas and this is reflected in gains in average weekly wages. 
Taxable sales have continued to grow and, in some areas, have eclipsed 
growth rates observed prior to the Great Recession. Economic growth 
may be uneven, but it appears that, for the most part, the metro areas are 
pushing themselves off the mat and moving ahead.
Each year we ask what the future holds. Increases in federal spending 
through September 2019 are likely to boost the fortunes of those 
metropolitan areas closely tied to the federal government. Political 
uncertainty in Washington, D.C., has yet to harm economic prospects 
in the country and, just perhaps, uncertainty is the “new normal” for 
firms in Virginia. The prospects for 2018 remain positive and, barring an 
unexpected shock, should remain positive well into 2019.
Virginia can act to improve regional outcomes. We offer the following 
suggestions. Targeted investments in infrastructure are necessary 
to promote economic development and attract new businesses. 
Improving the quality of education, including investments in physical 
infrastructure, is necessary to produce a workforce that can compete 
in an increasingly globalized economy. Virginia’s antiquated tax 
structure must be reformed to compete with neighboring states. 
Regulatory relief, or at least regulatory clarity, is a necessary 
component of economic growth. Lastly, regional collaboration 
should not just be a slogan. Virginia should continue to promote 
regional collaborations through efforts like GO Virginia. These 
recommendations may not be new, but until Virginia acts, they bear 
repeating.
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